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Kate and Jennifer head to the infamous Raven's Briar Orphanage, desperate to save Anna while they still have a chance. When they arrive, however, they discover that the orphanage is well-defended, and they quickly realize that they're going to need help.

Back on Thaxos, Estella tries to keep her world from falling apart. Her dreams are rapidly crumbling, but she finally comes up with an idea that she thinks might save everything. Can she avoid becoming the dreaded Witch of Thaxos, or will her actions only bring that destiny closer?

This is the tenth book in the long-running Dead Souls saga. Each book ends with a cliffhanger, and readers are advised to start at the beginning. This is the 2022 edition of the original 2014 book.
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​Chapter One
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As the first rays of morning sun began to appear in the distance, the Le Compte mansion stood in still, silent darkness. It was as if the building itself could not dare to witness the true horrors that had taken place within its walls. Finally, however, light began to show through the windows, laying bare the cold, empty corridors within.

On a normal morning, Edgar would be up by now, taking tea in his study.

Nixon would be in the library.

Madeleine and Benjamin would have woken, and would be discussing the future in hushed, excited tones.

Estella would be taking breakfast in bed.

On this particular morning, however, none of those things were happening.

In one of the rooms upstairs, Madeleine Le Compte lay on her bed with thick bandages wrapped over her eyes, and with more on her chest and belly. Blood was already starting to soak through, staining the bedsheets, and nearby a figure sat on a chair and worked with trembling hands to cut fresh bandages, ready to change her dressings for the fifth or sixth time since they had first been applied. Stony-faced and silent, Edgar Le Compte had maintained a constant vigil ever since he had finished his desperate attempt to save his sister, but now all he could do was wait.

He had never really waited for anything before.

He had always taken what he wanted.

He had always used force.

He had always, always known that he would succeed.

Waiting was strange. Unusual. He hated it.

Now, as he watched his sister's bandaged chest slowly rising and falling as she slept, he felt for the first time in his life the horror of uncertainty, of powerlessness, of defeat. The one person he had always sworn to protect, from herself as much as from others, lay in her own blood, and while the bandages looked bad enough, he couldn't keep from thinking about the horrors that lay beneath those bandages.

The empty, hollow sockets where her eyes had been.

The hundreds and hundreds of cuts all over her skin.

And perhaps worst of all, as more morning light filled the room, was the thick cut he had made on her belly.

Looking down at his hands, which he had washed several times but which were still smeared in blood, he remembered the moment he'd reached inside Madeleine's body and taken out the life that had been growing there. He'd held the child – or at least, the vague shape of a still-forming child – in his hands, and for the first time in his life he had realized without doubt that he had failed. Life, fresh life, had shivered in his grasp, dying as each second slipped past.

Nearby, footsteps reached the door and a shadow fell across the floor. Someone was coming close, but Edgar was aware of nothing around him.

He simply continued to watch Madeleine.

“Here,” Benjamin said, setting a fresh pack of bandages on the table, “Jacob told me she'd need these soon. He's going to find more.” Waiting for a reply, he realized that Edgar seemed not to have even noticed his arrival. “Is there any... I mean, is she... is she awake yet?”

“No,” Edgar replied, his voice low and somber. “No, she's not awake.”

“But she will, won't she? You said -”

“She will wake eventually.”

“And her injuries -”

“Will heal.”

“All of them? Completely?” He waited for a moment, scared to ask the next question. “What about her eyes?”

“They too will heal. Our physiology... Physical wounds can always be overcome, given time and care. It will not be the work of an instant, but her body knows how to repair itself.”

“So she'll see again?”

He nodded.

“But the -” He paused, staring at the bandages over her belly. “Was there nothing you could do to save the child?”

Edgar opened his mouth to reply, but something seemed to hold him back for a moment. “Nothing,” he whispered finally.

Benjamin nodded, although he was clearly close to tears. “Was it... Did you see whether it would have been a boy or a girl?”

“It was too early to tell,” Edgar replied, “and anyway, I did not particularly want to look at it.”

“I understand,” Benjamin said quietly. “We should... When Madeleine is up and about again, it might help if we could bury the child.”

Edgar shook his head.

“It might help her,” Benjamin continued. “When she finds out what happened, she...” His voice trailed off for a moment.

“I didn't think of that,” Edgar replied, still staring at Madeleine's sleeping form. “Perhaps you are right, but it's too late. I'm afraid I had Jacob dispose of the remains.”

“Maybe I can still -”

“It has been burned,” Edgar said firmly. “I thought that was the right thing to do, but maybe... It is not often that I admit I might have been wrong.”

Stepping closer to Madeleine, Benjamin reached down and touched her hand, slipping his fingers between hers. “And her mind?” he asked.

“That,” Edgar replied, “is what worries me.”

“But she's strong,” Benjamin continued. “I mean, I've never known anyone like her. Whatever happened to her, she can pull through! Like you said, vampires are different to humans, they can recover!”

“She looked into the eyes of an ancient cold-blooded vampire god,” Edgar pointed out. “It has long been said that anyone who looks into the eyes of Ashalla will be driven to permanent, unrecoverable madness. I can only hope that those stories were exaggerated, or that perhaps the child absorbed some of the madness and gave her a degree of protection.”

“She's strong,” Benjamin said again. “She can get through this.” He paused. “Was the child alive when you... I mean, when...”

“It...” Edgar stared at Madeleine for a moment. “Such things do not matter,” he said finally.

“But if -”

“I do not wish to talk of it,” he continued. “What's done is done. A decision had to be made, and I made it. I did the right thing. For her.”

“And are you sure that Quill -”

“Don't say that name.”

“But if -”

“I will deal with that abomination,” Edgar said firmly, “once I am certain that Madeleine is going to recover. I will not let revenge blind me to the needs of my family. That miserable stain can await his day of judgment at my hands.” Getting to his feet, he made his way to the bed and laid the new bandages nearby. “I need to change her dressings,” he told Benjamin. “It might be best if you are not here.”

“I don't want to leave her side.”

“You should not see her. Not yet, not like this. She wouldn't want it.”

“I'm not leaving.”

“Fine.” Reaching down, Edgar began to unfasten the bandages that covered his sister's face. Pulling them back, he found that thick blood had begun to dry between the layers. By the time he pulled the final bandages away, he saw that blood was once again smeared and glistening all over her face, while the dark caverns of her eyes still stared up with haunting, baleful hollowness.

“Why did she do it?” Benjamin asked, steeling himself against the sight. “Why did she poke out her own eyes?”

“I imagine she was trying to keep the madness from spreading,” Edgar replied, reaching into a nearby bowl of warm water and wetting a cloth, before using it to start wiping blood from Madeleine's face. “She probably felt as if she could still see the eyes of Ashalla, as if they were still entering her. By that point, her mind was most likely shattered anyway. She even attacked Nixon.”

“She'll recover,” Benjamin said firmly, forcing himself to keep watching as Edgar cleaned Madeleine's face. “I know she will. She's too strong to let this beat her.”

“When I've finished her face,” Edgar replied, “I shall have to clean the wound on her belly. I really think you should not be here for that part.”

“I'm not leaving her side. Not now, and not ever.”

“You have a very strong soul,” Edgar told him. “Are you sure you're only human?”

“Maybe humans have their strengths too,” he replied, watching Madeleine's face for a moment longer before turning to him. “Edgar, there's something else you need to know. Something that happened last night.”

“I will deal with other matters later. Right now, I care only for my sister.”

“But it's important,” he continued. “It's... Edgar, it's about Kate.”
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​Chapter Two
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“She's alive?” Estella said, clearly shocked as she turned and watched Nixon limping across the dining room. “Are... I mean, are you sure?”

“She has two broken ankles,” he replied, pouring himself a glass of brandy as he looked out at the sunrise for a moment, “and a fractured wrist, and she was knocked clean out, and to be honest she lost a little blood, but...” He turned to her. “Yes, she's more or less fine. It wasn't that big a fall, and she had a lucky landing, and the broken glass didn't cut her up too much.” He raised his glass. “Cheers to at least one miracle from last night, eh?”

Estella forced a smile, but the color was slowly draining from her face.

“What's up?” Nixon asked. “You look awfully pale.”

“I... I just thought... I really thought the fall would kill her.”

“No,” he continued, sipping from his glass, “not from that height, not unless she'd been particularly unlucky and landed right on her head.” He watched Estella for a moment. “I must say, for someone who thought Kate was dead, you don't seem to be jumping with joy at the news that she's going to be okay.”

“It's wonderful,” Estella whispered, “quite wonderful.” She looked away for a moment, before turning back to him. There was a sense of nausea in the pit of her belly. “Has she woken yet? Has she said anything?”

“No, I gave her a sedative and some painkillers. She's going to be very sore when she wakes up. Humans heal so desperately slowly, don't you? The way your bones knit together in such a haphazard manner... I mean, it's something of a miracle that you don't all drop down dead as soon as there's a stiff breeze. Compared to vampires and werewolves, anyway.”

“Of course, and... How long do you think it will be before she's awake?”

“She should be sitting up and talking by lunchtime. Why?”

“No reason, I just...”

Pausing for a moment, Estella thought back to the moment during the night when Kate had been pleading for help, and when she had hesitated, and then... She'd told herself that she'd been about to help when Kate fell, that there was little else she could have done. The whole thing had seemed so fortuitous, as if the problem of Kate Langley had swept itself away neatly, yet now it had arisen once again, and she knew that if Kate remembered those final moments, there would be consequences.

“It's okay,” Nixon said suddenly, breaking her train of thought, “Kate will be okay.”

“And will she remember what happened last night?”

“I imagine so.”

“But you said she'd been knocked out. Isn't there a chance that she'll have some blank spots?”

“I doubt it. Why?”

“I just...” She paused again, desperately trying to work out what she could do to keep the truth from coming out. “Perhaps I should look for something in those books,” she added finally, “something that might help Kate and hurry her recovery along.”

“Like what?”

“There must be something,” she whispered darkly.

“I think in this case,” he replied, “the best thing is just to let her wounds heal. There's no need to go using your powers left, right and center. Save them for when they're most useful.” He took another sip of brandy. “You know, you really did raise Jennifer Kazakos from the dead last night. It took longer than we expected, but she's up and about now. Not all witches have that kind of power, and it's very rare for an untrained witch to be able to do such a thing after simply reading about it. You must be very strong, Estella.”

“I'm sure it was just luck.”

“No, there was no luck involved. I hope you don't mind me saying this, but I think you might have some serious potential. If you were to get some formal training -”

“I don't want formal training,” she replied, as if the idea horrified her. “I didn't even ask for these powers in the first place, I just want to be normal and...”

“And squeeze out children for Edgar?”

“Just a normal, happy life,” she continued, with tears in her eyes. “That all seemed possible until recently.”

“Well,” Nixon replied, finishing his brandy and starting to pour another, “when Edgar's involved, nothing -”

“It's my wedding day,” she said suddenly.

He turned to her.

“There has been so much going on lately,” she continued, “that I think everyone forgot.” She paused again, and this time her bottom lip was trembling a little, as if she might start crying at any moment. “You know how it is with Edgar, he just snaps his fingers and a great party appears all around him, so I don't think he really put much thought into the preparations, but...” She sniffed back tears for a moment. “Today is the day that I am supposed to marry him and become Lady Le Compte, and no-one remembers.”

“Huh,” Nixon replied, checking a calendar on the desk, “you're right, it is supposed to be your wedding today! Well, I'm sure you can reschedule for -”

“Why would we reschedule?” she asked.

“Well, because -”

“As I said,” she continued, with a hint of grit in her voice, “Edgar can arrange a party in the blink of an eye, and the priest is already in town, and I have the dress... Just because I'm the only one who remembered, that doesn't mean things have to change.”

“Estella... You might want to rethink that idea.”

“But why?”

“Are you aware of what happened to Madeleine last night?”

“Edgar's fixed her up, hasn't he?”

“She lost her baby,” he reminded her. “Edgar had to cut it out of her belly and Jacob had to burn it.”

“Then a wedding is just the right tonic to cheer everyone up!”

“You can't be serious!”

“It's still early,” she continued, forcing a smile. “I'll send word for the priest to come up this afternoon, it's a little unconventional to marry after midday but I suppose we all have to break tradition now and again. By three or four, I'm sure Edgar will see that we all need a lovely distraction!”

“A lovely distraction?”

“Don't be a party-pooper!”

“You're insane,” Nixon replied. “Estella, that is literally the worst idea I've ever heard in my life!”

“And what do you know about love?”

“Nothing, but I know a damn sight more about basic common sense!”

“I'm sure Madeleine wouldn't want us to suffer just because of her misfortune. Benjamin can put her into a wheelchair, perhaps, and -”

“No,” Nixon replied, shaking his head.

“And I shall fetch my dress.”

“Please, Estella, just think about this for a moment.”

“I have thought about it,” she replied, “and it's a wonderful idea. Really, truly wonderful. Everyone's spirits will be lifted, and Edgar can hold another big party, much grander than the one he put on last night, and -”

“Estella -”

“You'll see,” she added, turning and hurrying to the door. “Everything is going to be absolutely fine!”

“But -” Sighing, he watched as she hurried out of the room. Finishing his second brandy, he headed back to the cabinet and poured another, while glancing out the window and seeing that the sun was now over the horizon. “Why do I have a very bad feeling about this?” he muttered to himself.

***
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“Perfect,” Estella whispered to herself, biting her bottom lip as she admired herself in the dressing room mirror. She'd already slipped into her hastily-repaired wedding dress, and now she knew she had to go and find Edgar and tell him about the plan.

Looking down at the fabric, she realized a few patches of blood were still visible, but she figured she could find a way to keep those covered. Likewise, the cuts and tears from the broken glass were visible if one looked in detail, but she'd managed to sew most of them shut and, besides, she knew there was no time to order a proper replacement. Whereas just a few days earlier she'd been determined to have the wedding of her dreams, now she was focused simply on getting the ceremony completed so that, finally, she would be Lady Estella Le Compte, wife of Baron Edgar. The dress would just have to suffice.

First, though, one problem was still in her way.

Heading over to the desk in the corner, she picked up the book she'd fetched from the library. She began to leaf through the pages, searching for something she could use to wipe Kate's memory, perhaps something similar to the mixture she'd used on Doctor Lassiter but further-reaching. She also needed to find a way to make Edgar forget about his feelings for Kate, and she had no idea how to create a spell that would affect a vampire, but she felt the first step had to be dealing with Kate. After a moment, however, she stopped as she found a very different kind of recipe.

“I'm not a murderer,” she told herself, as she read through the surprisingly simple list of ingredients required for a mixture the book described as untraceable. “I'm not -”

Already, in the back of her mind, she was working out where she could find each of the ingredients. A surge of hope filled her body as she realized that everything was readily available.

Pausing, she imagined what it would be like if Kate simply slipped away as a result of her injuries. After all, the bump on the head had been enough to knock her out, and she figured Nixon might just have been wrong about the severity, so the slightest of little pushes could well be enough. On the other hand, if she didn't do anything, Kate would wake up and eventually remember what had really happened, that Estella had hesitated and let her fall.

“I'm not a murderer,” she said again, as she took another look at the list of ingredients, “but she's almost dead anyway. All I'd be doing would be... nudging her over the edge. It wouldn't be my fault if she happened to die as a result.”

***
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The corridor was clear.

With Edgar and Benjamin still tending to Madeleine, and Nixon downstairs in the library while Jacob worked in the basement, Estella knew that she had a free run. There was no-one around to stop her, no-one to catch her in the act, and Kate should still be unconscious. Still wearing her wedding dress, and with a vial of black liquid in one hand, she hurried to the door that led into the guest room.

“Forgive me,” she whispered, stopping for a moment as she looked at the vial. “I'm not a bad person, really I'm not. Everyone will be happier once Edgar and I are married. I'm simply getting one rotten apple out of the way. Dear God, you know, don't you? You can see into my soul and recognize the truth.”

She paused a moment longer.

“If you think I shouldn't do this,” she added, “give me a sign.”

She waited.

Nothing.

“As I thought,” she said with a smile.

Opening the door, she stepped into the room and saw that Kate was still unconscious on the bed.

For a few seconds, Estella felt herself reconsidering the plan. There was a part of her that knew she could never undo what was about to happen, that she still had time to turn around. Then again, by letting Kate fall the previous night, she'd already gone further than she ever expected, and she felt as if administering a dose of poison would only be a small step over the line. She loved Edgar, and she'd always sworn to do anything to protect their relationship.

She told herself that once Kate was out of the way, she'd become a good person again. It would be that easy.

“Kate?” she whispered.

No reply.

“Are you...” She took a step closer, determined to make absolutely certain that there was no chance of her victim waking up. “Are you sleeping?”

As she reached the bed, she saw that Kate's ankles had been secured in a pair of splints.

“Kate, are you... Can you hear me?”

Reaching out, she nudged Kate's shoulder.

No response.

Taking a deep breath, Estella opened the lid of the vial and held it toward Kate's lips. She paused for a moment, wondering whether she could really bring herself to commit cold-blooded murder by pouring the liquid, but then she told herself that it wouldn't really be murder, not if she was simply helping Kate to reach a better place. The same argument had raged in her mind on the way to the room, but she knew she had to commit to a decision.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered, as she began to tilt the vial. “This is for the best.”

She watched as the black liquid slipped between Kate's lips, until finally it was all gone.

“Rest in peace,” she added, taking a step back. “Don't hate me, I did the best thing for all of us. You were a problem, a disturbance, it was only fair that I should -”

“So it's true,” a voice said suddenly, from over her shoulder.

Freezing for a moment, Estella tried to tell herself that she was imagining the presence, that her guilty conscience was causing her to hallucinate. As she turned, however, she saw that it was true: Edgar was standing in the doorway.

“My darling,” she stammered, “I -”

“I waited to see if you would really go through with it,” he replied, staring at her with dark, furious eyes that belied the sense of calm in his voice. “When Benjamin told me that he had suspicions, I told him he was imagining the whole thing, but then I realized there was just a chance that you'd grown so desperate, and so bitter, that you might resort to such a thing.”

“Edgar, you've got it all wrong -”

“I gave Kate an anti-toxin just before you arrived,” he continued. “The liquid you gave her will have no effect whatsoever.”

Pausing, Estella realized that there was no way she could persuade him that her intentions had been innocent. Instead, she made her way over to him, as her mind raced with the possibilities.

“I was doing it for you,” she told him, placing her hands on his chest as if she was about to lean up and kiss him. “For us, my darling, and for our future children.” She waited for him to reply, but he was simply staring at her with cold, dark anger. “I'm wearing my wedding dress,” she continued, “can't you see?” Turning, she gave him a twirl, while forcing a smile. “It's for you. Today is our wedding day, Edgar. After we are married, everything will be okay. I thought that getting Kate out of the way would be the best thing for both of us. I know you've always thought me to be somewhat weak and obedient, but aren't you just the slightest bit proud of me for come up with the plan all by myself?”

She waited, searching his expression for any hint of understanding, but no reply came.

“Kate wouldn't be right for you,” she added, trying not to panic. “She just wouldn't, Edgar, everyone can see that. If you want children, and a family, and a good home and a legacy, those are things that only I can give you. We've been working toward this moment for too long, my love, to let anyone stand between us. Maybe I was wrong to try to kill Kate, but we have to get rid of her somehow. I mean, you can't have failed to notice that all these bad things only started to happen after she arrived. Why, for all you know, she might be a spy, sent by that horrible Quill man to get into your company and relay information back to him.” She paused, as her eyes filled with the possibility. “My God, it actually makes sense now, if you think about it! All that talk of coming from the future was just a way to distract you. She's working with Quill!”

Again she waited, but again Edgar offered no reply.

“Quill sent her ahead,” she continued, as fear began to build in her chest, “to pave the way for his arrival. God knows what other tricks she helped him set up but, I mean, how else could he have got into the house so easily last night? She's only been pretending to stand against him, so that you won't suspect anything, but they're working together! You have to see that, Edgar! And now she's trying to tear us apart, and I'm the only one who saw through her vile plans in time!” With tears in her eyes, she waited desperately for him to tell her that he agreed. “She's so dangerous,” she whimpered. “Surely you can see that. Until she arrived, everyone was happy. We'd be married by now if she hadn't come, you'd be... I'd be... We'd be happy.”

As she began to sob, she put her arms around Edgar, but he simply looked down at her with disgust.

“Madeleine is going to live,” he said finally.

“What?” Looking up at him, she wiped some tears from her cheeks.

“My sister,” he continued, pushing her away, “is going to live. I couldn't help but note your concern.”

“Oh Edgar, I'm so glad -”

“You're very lucky,” he added. “In normal circumstances, after what you just tried to do to Kate, I would end your miserable life here and now. As things stand, however, I have seen enough blood for one day, so I will let you walk away.”

“Walk away?” She took a deep breath, trying to hold back more tears. “Edgar, it's our wedding day!”

He shook his head.

“It is, silly,” she continued. “Please, Edgar, don't let one little mistake push you into ruining the most important thing of all!”

“If you have any sense left,” he replied, “you will quickly gather your possessions and then you will leave my home, and you will never, ever return. If I so much as see your pathetic, disgusting face again, I cannot be held responsible for my actions.”

“Edgar, why are you saying these things?” She paused, before forcing a smile. “Listen. Here's what we'll do. It's bad luck for the bride and groom to see one another in the hours before the ceremony anyway, so I shall go to my room and get ready, and I shall fetch the priest too, and you can take some time to calm down and see things from my point of view, and then at three o'clock this afternoon we shall be married by the fountain!”

“Estella -”

“Four o'clock, then,” she added. “Any later and the light will start to fade. We wouldn't want that, would we? Why, it'd ruin the atmosphere!”

“Get out of my sight.”

“Everything will be okay, my love. You'll see.”

“Get out of my home.”

“Four o'clock,” she continued, taking a step back. “I can't wait to see you there, my darling. It will be the happiest moment for both of us, and then we can start to think about having children!”

“Get out!” he shouted, stepping toward her.

Turning, she hurried out of the room, leaving Edgar fuming by the door. Glancing over at Kate, he paused for a moment before walking over and placing a hand on the side of her neck, checking her pulse. The anti-toxin had done its job, and she was continuing to recover from her fall.

“You need to rest,” he told her, “but when you wake up... I think it's time we get to the bottom of why you're really here.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Three



[image: ]




“I honestly don't know what this island is coming to,” Muriel Wetherly muttered as she stood on the street corner, talking to Emma Lowndes. “Old Joe was probably drunk again last night, but still, he shouldn't neglect his duties. If he can't keep the lighthouse running, he should retire and hand the job over to someone who -”

“Oh my God!” Emma said suddenly, her eyes widening with horror as she spotted something on the other side of the street.

Turning, Muriel had to squint for a moment before she realized what she was seeing.

“Morning, ladies,” Jennifer said, hurrying past them.

“Was that...” Muriel began, before turning to Emma. “But... It can't have been! It's just not... She... There's no...”

Staring at Jennifer as she walked away, Emma paused for a moment, open-mouthed. Turning to Muriel, she was about to say something, before finally fainting.

***
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“Where is he?” Jennifer asked, standing in the doorway.

Looking over at her, Joshua paused for a moment.

“Where is he?” she asked again, storming across the room and grabbing Joshua by the collar, before slamming him into the wall with such force that a framed photo fell down, smashing on the floor.

“He's gone!” Joshua gasped. “I haven't seen him since last night!”

“If you're lying to me...”

“I'm not, I swear!”

“Then where is he?”

“If you let go of my throat for a second -”

“So you can play hangman again?” she hissed.

“Okay, I understand why you might be annoyed -”

“Annoyed? You pulled on my legs to make sure I was dead!”

“And how about that, huh?” he continued, struggling to breathe and she squeezed his throat tighter. “You're looking very healthy for someone who's supposed to have been dead for the past twenty-four hours.”
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